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building on collaboration – 

a case study 

Susan Beatty 

The University of Calgary Information Commons opened in 

1999 with collaboration between the University Library and 

Information Technologies in the provision of user-centred 

services as its foundation. Throughout the ensuing years, 

this unique collaboration has yielded many interesting and 

successful outcomes related to learning support. This 

chapter will update the reader on the steps taken, issues, and 

outcomes of the combined efforts to create and support 

learning opportunities. Finally, the chapter will look ahead 

to the potential of new collaborations within the new Taylor 

Family Digital Library. 

Introduction 

The University of Calgary Information Commons is a 

learning space supported by a unique collaboration between 

the University Library and Information Technologies 

(http://library.ucalgary.ca/services/informationcommons/). 

It is designed to provide space, support, and access to 

71 

Learning Commons 

information resources in an integrated service environment. 

Opening in the library in 1999, the Information Commons 

has continued to evolve and develop its collaborative service 

model in response to the changing academic learning and 

research needs. This chapter will review the process 

undertaken to create a new learning space for students, some 

of the many forms in which collaboration has taken place in 

this space, and outline a few of the key initiatives, successes 

and lessons learned as the service developed over time. 

Background 

Towards the latter part of the 1990s, it was clear that the 

digital world was fast taking over the academic 

environment. Students and faculty were encountering more 

challenges in acquiring the skills to access, use, and create 

information within the new integrated digital learning 

environment. Many universities and their libraries were 

undertaking reviews of their current situation in order to 

develop strategies and solutions to meet the learning 

demands created by this new digital environment. The 

University of Calgary was one of those universities. 

The University of Calgary is a medium sized doctoral 

university situated in a city approaching a population of 

1,000,000. Most of its students commute daily to the 

university from the city and its surrounding communities. 

The city population itself is generally described as well-

educated and keen users of technology. They have been and 

continue to be early adapters of technology. The latest 

Canadian Internet Use Survey, 2005 (http://www.statcan.ca/) 

indicates that in Calgary over 77 per cent of adults over the 

age of 18 are active Internet users. While in the late 1990s 

this number was lower, the trend indicators were there and it 
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was concomitant on the university to meet the expectations 

of the user. 

In 1998–99, the university had a student population of 

about 25,000 and a faculty of about 1,600. During the 

1990s, the university and the library had experienced 

challenges because of reduced financial support over a 

number of years and growing demand for an increase in 

resources and access to information. In response, three 

academic reports were produced that focused on the 

student, technology and learning: the Library of the Future 

Task force report (1998), Technology Task Force Report 

(1997), and Learning Support Needs (1999). These three 

initiatives as well as others prepared the University for the 

need to change and to take advantage of any opportunity. 

In 1998, the Alberta provincial government made money 

available to assist post-secondary institutions in making use 

of information technology. The University of Calgary 

successfully applied for a grant and directed $2.2 million to 

the University Library to create an Information Commons in 

renovated space in the library. It was to be a new type of 

integrated learning facility. 

Lesson 1: review and preparation 

pay off 

Project development and implementation: 

first steps 

Because the grant came with a deadline, the library had only 

1 year to complete its planning and implementation of the 

commons. And in reality because of the academic year, there 

were only 4 months available (May–August) when 

renovations could take place. Rapid planning and good 
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project management were essential to ensure the project 

deadline was met. 

Three major steps were taken that led to the success of the 

project. Firstly, the library established a nine person broad-

based planning committee that included three members 

from Information Technologies (IT) and six from the library. 

While the library had received the money, it was clear that 

IT would be a valuable collaborative partner. Membership 

of the committee was from across the library (public and 

technical services), and included the Director of Information 

Technologies as well as two other IT service heads. The 

purpose of the Planning Committee was to develop a 

mission, vision, and a planning document (Appendix A), 

which would form the basis for the design principles and the 

creation of a relevant design for the new Information 

Commons. 

Lesson 2: include all partners from 

the beginning of planning 

A key transformation for the committee occurred when the 

members of the committee, very early on, changed their 

focus from what each wanted to see in this new facility, to 

what the user would want. This change in focus came about 

in the initial discussions when it became clear that better 

service outcomes could be described if the user’s needs were 

the focus. This change in perspective lessened the 

political/territorial debates. The committee was then able to 

focus on the learner/user outcomes and develop a planning 

document that reflected the needs of the user. The committee 

used the information from the previously mentioned reports 

to frame the user outcomes. A significant outcome of the 

planning process was the development of a strong mutual 
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understanding and working relationship in addition to a 

commitment to the vision and the service model among 

the collaborators. This did not come easily but it did 

come over time. Members of the committee report that a 

transformational moment occurred when, after much 

discussion and apparent problems in mutual understanding 

of operational procedures, the members from IT took the 

initiative to explain their culture (how they do things) and 

invited the members from the Library to reciprocate. This 

sharing of cultures and testing of assumptions cleared 

the air and set the stage for ongoing open and honest 

communication. 

Lesson 3: focus your planning on 

user needs 

Lesson 4: take time to build 

relationships 

The mutual understanding and the intent to foster 

collaboration is apparent in both the vision and mission 

statements and user outcomes for the Information Commons 

included in its planning document (Ritchie et al., 1999). 

The vision for the Information Commons is: 

To provide the space, technology and expertise needed to 

support the scholarly use of information resources and act as 

the focal point for information services. 

The mission for the Information Commons is: 

To be the core facility for the provision of information 

resources and information technology for scholars at the 

University of Calgary. 

75 

Learning Commons 

The desired user outcomes are: 

. 

Skill: Acquire the skills I need to identify, locate, retrieve 

and manipulate information. 

. 

Information: Acquire the information I need. 

. 

Support: Acquire the help I need. 

. 

Access to facilities: I can use the various spaces and 

workstations to complete my scholarly work. 

The four user outcomes framed the design and service model 

decisions. These four outcomes continue to guide the service 

decision making for the Information Commons. 

Implementation of the renovation 

The second and third major components to the planning 

process were the formation of an implementation committee 

and the hiring of a project manager. Once approval for the 

project was received, an 11-person Implementation 

Committee was formed with nine members from across the 

Library, and two members from IT. At the same time, a 

project manager, with expertise in communication, was 

hired to work with the committee, to deal with the architects 

and contractors and campus infrastructure, and to develop 

and roll out the communication plan. Notably, the project 

manager’s main priority was to keep the project on schedule 

and on budget. 

The deadline for opening the commons was the first day 

of classes in September 1999. With such a short deadline, 

coordination of the renovation and construction and 

continuous communication became the cornerstones of the 

project. The project manager was successful and the project 

was completed on time and on budget. 
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Lesson 5: hire the expertise you 

need to get the job done, do not 

try to do it all yourself 

The Implementation Committee was responsible for 

renovation and service logistics. Primary concerns during 

renovation were sequencing of service and location changes, 

staff location changes and ensuring movement of public and 

staff within the building. As with most library renovations, 

service continued throughout the renovation, albeit in 

reduced or relocated circumstances. 

The project manager had as one of her primary responsibilities 

continuous communication with interested and involved 

parties. The concept of the commons was unique and the 

library needed buy-in from the students to the president in 

order for the concept to gain interest and wide support and 

acceptance. Having a communication plan that was inclusive 

of all interested parties was a key element of the successful 

implementation. The results of good communication were a 

positive buy-in and ownership from all interested parties. For 

more information on the communication plan see http://library.ucalgary.ca/home/service-points/information-commons/1999-planning-documents/. Key elements in this plan 

included presentations to the deans, press releases, and regular 

communication and updates with staff via email and face-to-face 

presentations. No one was forgotten or excluded. 

Lesson 6: communication, 

communication, communication 

Design 

Every renovation has its constraints and parameters. For this 

project there were a number. Design options and decisions 
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were limited by the space and money available. Key elements 

of the design were identified to ensure a safe, warm, 

welcoming environment where learning can occur. There 

would be a single service desk for delivery of integrated 

reference and technical services, the reference collection 

would remain on the floor but would be significantly 

reduced in size to fit the space available. Because instruction 

was one of the goals, classrooms would be a part of the 

design. Workstations would be ergonomic and would have 

enough room to accommodate at least two students if 

necessary. There would be enough aisle space to allow for 

students with backpacks, bags, coats, and other 

paraphernalia to walk through unimpeded. Collaborative 

workrooms, (including an adaptive technology workroom 

and video viewing workrooms) would be safe and visible. 

Office area for IT personnel would be created and office 

area for support staff would not be renovated. The maps 

collection, air photos collection, GIS, statistical service desk, 

and the document delivery service would remain on the floor 

and become part of the Information Commons. This 

decision was taken because these services already existed on 

the floor and to move them elsewhere would be too cost 

prohibitive. It was also felt by the Implementation 

Committee that these services fell within the broad-based 

mandate of the plan to include a variety of elements related 

to information resources. 

Ultimately, some extremely useful and creative features 

were implemented. For example, the workstations in the 

commons have proven to be a popular design. While 

commercially available workstations were considered, none 

seemed to meet the needs and approval of the committee. 

The architects’ team created a unique curvilinear design, 

which has proven to be ergonomic, aesthetically pleasing, 

practical and well suited to the users of the commons 
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(Figure 3.1). The Library has shared the design of the 

workstations with many visitors and many versions of it can 

be seen throughout the world. 

The collaborative workrooms were designed to be safe, 

comfortable and welcoming. Because Ethernet connections 

were available in the workrooms, no PCs were installed. 

While this has changed over time (three rooms now have a 

PC), whiteboards have proven to be the collaborative tool of 

choice by the students. Business office tables and chairs, 

natural lighting, and interior glass walls allowing for good 

visibility into the rooms have combined to create an 

extremely desirable workspace where 8–10 or even more 

students can comfortably work together (Figure 3.2). 

The two classrooms each seat 25. A folding wall between 

the rooms allows for large class instruction up to 50 (or up 

to 100, if two people sit at each terminal), or 25 or less if 

Figure 3.1 

Desk design 
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Figure 3.2 

Workrooms 

only one section is needed. The design, featuring a vertical 

instead of horizontal seating alignment, plus an excellent 

projection system and interior windows looking into the rest 

of the commons, allows for good sight lines and comfortable 

seating. The classrooms are a flexible workspace and are 

some of the better classrooms on campus. The classrooms 

are reserved for information literacy instruction and 

software instruction where either a librarian or a member of 

the IT staff in the commons is involved. They are not 

available for academic instruction. Control of instructional 

spaces allowed the Library and IT to focus on information 

literacy and technical literacy instruction and to thereby 

expand their instructional role with the students. The 

classrooms are, however, available for student use when 

there is no instruction. Because the rooms are more 

controllable, this has also provided an additional feature as 

a naturally quiet study zone (Figure 3.3). 
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Figure 3.3 

Classroom 

Lesson 7: if you can’t find what you 

want, create your own 

Lesson 8: make the space 

comfortable, do not cheap out 

Lesson 9: keep control of the features 

of your space that will allow you to 

meet the goals of your plan 

The design supports learning, both formal and informal. 

Classrooms, workrooms and workstations combine 

comfortably with study space, lounge spaces, the reference 

collection, the service desks, additional office space, and 

allow for the flow through of traffic to and from other floors 

of the library. Students and staff mingle comfortably within 
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the environment. The Information Commons is across the 

second floor of the library through three different spaces in 

two connected buildings. The three different spaces allowed 

for a variety of design elements throughout, thereby making 

the scale of the commons less grand and more comfortable. 

Workrooms, study space, workstations are distributed but 

still visible and accessible to all. The users choose where to 

sit and work. One can choose to sit in the busiest or quietest 

part of the commons. One can choose to use a workroom or 

sit at a study table, the lounge area or the workstations. 

Space limitations and features allowed for some creative 

solutions and some creative interactions. On any given day, 

it is possible to see students moving from group work at a 

table to solitary work at a computer or in combination with 

others who have a laptop. The Information Commons has 

become a social learning centre. 

Lesson 10: allow the users to choose 

their own space for their own use 

Implementation and collaboration 

How did we manage the collaborative relationships during 

planning and implementation? Firstly it is important to note 

that relationships are a two way street and both parties must 

be involved in the management of the relationship and 

committed to its success, otherwise it will not be successful. 

Because of the previous and long standing working 

relationship between the Library and IT, there was some 

confidence by both parties that the collaboration would be 

successful, but it still took work to make it a success. The 

recently appointed directors of both the library and 

information technologies were highly motivated to make 
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this project a success and they led by example. They were 

actively involved in the project and their expectation was 

that their staff would collaborate and make the project a 

success. While a library representative chaired both the 

planning and the implementation committees the members 

from IT were involved as equals. It is also fair to say that all 

levels of staff actively supported and worked towards the 

successful realisation of the commons. The energy and 

excitement were maintained throughout the project by the 

active leadership of all concerned. 

Lesson 11: leadership is necessary 

at all levels 

Service decisions 

Each collaborator had different experiences with service 

delivery prior to the commons. The move to provide 

technical support from a highly visible public desk and offer 

direct assistance and instruction to the students was a goal 

of IT. However, IT had no experience with the library service 

model of face-to-face service at point of need. The Library 

wanted an integrated service desk, but it had no experience 

with students delivering assistance while working alongside 

reference staff. The library convinced IT that a single service 

desk was the way to go. IT convinced the librarians that the 

best way to provide technical assistance was to use students. 

In the end, each learned from the other. The student 

navigator position was created to provide direct technical 

assistance (see Appendix B for job description for the 

student navigator). IT learned how to deliver service from a 

public desk and in the students’ own space and developed 

a new service model for direct student support, which 

83 

Learning Commons 

included free software instruction for the students. The most 

positive service outcome for the Library was the successful 

integration of service and the creation of learning space 

within the library, which included classrooms for 

instruction. The Information Commons marked the 

beginning of a new phase of service for IT and the Library 

at the University of Calgary. 

Lesson 12: be prepared to change 

and to create new service models 

Technology decisions 

A technology sub-committee was established as part of the 

implementation planning with a mandate to evaluate, acquire 

and install the best hardware available with the money 

available. A budget was set and the six-person committee 

(once again with members from the Library and IT) set about 

deciding the priorities. The committee was chaired by the 

chair of the Implementation Committee and the members 

were from Information Technologies Services (Library) and 

IT. The advice of the committee chair: get the best you can 

afford because it will need to withstand thousands of hours of 

use. Rather than being a high-tech facility the decision was 

made that the Information Commons would be a general use 

facility. Users would have access to the Internet as well as 

productivity software. Software decisions were made based 

on the principle that the software would be what the majority 

of students would need to use. This meant, for example, that 

Microsoft Office was available to all. The same download 

would be on all the computers with the exception of the 

specialised download on the computers in the MADGIC 

section (maps, academic data and geographic information). 
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Printing would be networked with students using their 

campus cards as debit swipe cards to release and pay for the 

print job. Technical support was divided between the Library 

and IT. The Library would support the hardware and software 

and IT would support the printers and the printer network. 

Lesson 13: technology is not the 

driver of the service model but rather 

reflects the service goals 

Staffing decisions 

The Library and IT had to make some decisions on staffing. 

Because the service was integrated, the decision was taken to 

prepare all library reference staff by providing them with 

software training. IT developed and delivered the software 

training to all the reference staff while the renovation was 

underway. Once the commons was opened, it was clear 

though that reference staff providing reference assistance 

would deliver the best reference service just as the student 

navigators and IT support staff would provide the best 

technical assistance. The one-stop service became also 

one-step referral with each service provider referring to the 

appropriate expert as needed. 

Staffing complements have changed over the years. The 

University of Calgary Library had had a mix of librarians 

and para-professionals providing reference service and this 

continued with the commons. Added to the mix were IT 

support staff, including instructors and a supervisor for 

the student navigators, student navigators for technical 

assistance, and night assistants (for overnight service). The 

number of full time employees (FTEs) has changed with the 

demands of the service, but the mix remains the same. 
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Lesson 14: be prepared to evaluate 

and change your plans once 

operations have begun 

Continuing the collaboration 

It should be noted that there is no written memorandum of 

understanding between the Library and IT. Nor is there a 

written level of service agreement. All issues and problems 

related to implementation and service delivery were either 

worked out beforehand (such as support responsibilities) or 

are discussed among the decision makers as issues occur. 

Primary among the decisions was who would pay for what. 

While the project money allowed for purchase of equipment 

and renovation of space, ongoing staffing was an item of 

concern. Initial first year costs for IT staff (four FTEs) were 

covered by the grant money. After the first year, this staff 

complement (currently two FTEs) has been paid for by IT. 

The library had no additional money for staffing for the first 

year, but managed to add two new positions in the second 

year: Head of the Information Commons and a 0.6 FTE 

reference librarian for night and Sunday service. IT and the 

Library share the cost of the student navigators. Staffing for 

24 hour/5 day coverage (two FTEs during autumn and 

winter term) was paid by an anonymous donation for the 

first 4 years. The library continued to pay for this very 

popular student service once the donation ran out. The 

hardware has been refreshed twice and IT and the Library 

have shared the costs. Printers and scanners have been 

added, refreshed, and paid for by the Library. 

As part of the ongoing management of the Information 

Commons, an operational management team was formed. 

The sponsors for the team are the Associate University 

Librarians for Client Services and Information Technology 
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Services, both of whom were involved in the initial planning 

and implementation of the commons. The chair of the team 

is the Head of the Information Commons. Members of the 

team are those people who represent units that have an 

interest in the commons. The team is made up of 

representatives from the Information Technology Services, 

Access Services, Liaison Services, Client Services, MADGIC, 

the Health Sciences and Law Library Information 

Commons, and IT. The team meets bi-weekly as required. 

The purpose of the team is to review issues related to 

operations, and make recommendations for action. Issues of 

concern can range from selection of software, to use policies, 

service improvement decisions, and printing issues. It is 

extremely valuable to have all interests at the table so that 

common concerns can be addressed, discussed and decided. 

Issues that are beyond the scope of the team to decide are 

referred to the appropriate decision makers – normally 

either or both of the Associate University Librarians. It is a 

useful tool to assist in the continuation of the collaboration 

and thereby continue the development of the service model. 

Lesson 15: have a collaborative 

operational process in place that 

includes the opportunity for problem 

solving and decision-making 

Today’s commons: collaboration for 

learning 

Because the commons is a learning space, it is more than a 

computer lab and more than a reference service. It is a 

vibrant space that is energised by the learning activities 

taking place. Formal and informal learning occur daily. 
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Integrated service delivery means that the student is assisted 

in his or her learning in a way that is suitable. Classroom 

instruction combined with in-person assistance at point of 

need ensure active learning. On any one day, any student 

may attend an information literacy session, get help with a 

PowerPoint problem, get help with finding information, 

collaborate with other students, and create and finally print 

a finished document. The student moves in and out of formal 

and informal learning with ease and according to need. 

Partnerships and collaborations 

The Library and IT have formed a partnership when it 

comes to instruction and formal learning support. The IT 

specialists in the commons deliver productivity instruction 

to the students. Over the years, there has been a shift from 

basic instruction to more applied uses with an ever-

increasing variety of software. See http://library.ucalgary.ca/infocommons/it-support/current-hardware-and-software/
for a current list of hardware and software. The classrooms 

are also used by IT for integrated classroom instruction, e.g. 

Access for management students, SPSS for graduate 

sociology students. For a look at the current library and 

productivity instruction schedule, see http://library.ucalgary. 

ca/services/schedule/. 

Information literacy has also taken a big step forward 

assisted by the availability of the IC classrooms. The first 

few years after the commons opened saw IL instruction take 

off and over the following years the numbers have stayed 

level. True collaboration and integration occur when the IT 

instructor and the librarian collaborate in a subject related 

class to present all elements of information needed at a time 

when the student needs it. For example, data research skills 
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and SPSS instruction, combined with charting, within a 

graduate research methods course will allow the students to 

move forward in their learning. The opportunities for 

enhanced learning presented by experts working together 

in the same space are multiple and are gradually being explored 

over time. 

Face-to-face service 

Face-to-face service in the Information Commons is 

delivered at the service desk, on the floor, and in one on one 

consultation by both library and IT staff. At the desk, 

reference experts work alongside technical experts. The 

library staff are not expected to provide technical assistance 

and the technical staff are not expected to provide library 

help. One-step referral is our motto. At the times when the 

library staff are not on the desk, the student navigators and 

night assistants answer technical assistance and directional 

questions. Library related questions are referred to the 

librarians for the next day response. 

There is continuous training for both the library and IT 

staff. Upgrades in software skills are offered to the library 

staff and the technical support staff. Library orientation is 

part of the technical support training. A Blackboard site 

ensures ongoing communication and supports the learning 

among all technical support staff as well as their supervisors. 

There are continual postings on how to solve service 

problems posted either by one of the student assistants, the 

night assistants or one of the supervisors. All staff post 

news of the day as well as service issues and solutions, and 

questions. Staff training is primary to quality service 

delivery. 
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The users of the commons benefit from this service model in 

many ways. Primarily of course, they benefit by receiving help 

when they need it. This is in fact the reason that students come 

to the commons. They come not only because it is a great 

facility, they come just in case they need help. And, they know 

they will get it. Just as students are stopped in their research if 

they do not know how to find what they need, so too are they 

stopped in their academic endeavours if they do not know how 

to proceed in the next step – whether it is making a table in 

Microsoft Word, creating an Excel chart or printing a PDF 

document. Microskill learning is incremental in the commons. 

Without an integrated mix of expertise, continuous training 

and communication, and responsiveness to solving service 

issues, service delivery would not be of a high quality, the 

students would not come and the learning would not occur. 

Lesson 16: ensure continuous 

learning among staff and students 

alike 

Consultations 

Sometimes students need more help than can be offered on 

the floor by the service people available. This is when service 

consultations are arranged. Of course, librarians have 

always had this service as part of their repertoire. With the 

commons, the librarians are able to meet students either in 

their office or at the service desk and continue with a lengthy 

service interview in the commons at one of the additional 

computers at the desk. Previous to the commons, IT staff 

had offered consultations (mostly data related) for graduate 

students and faculty at a cost, but with the commons came 

the opportunity for students to access more in-depth 
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technical assistance when they needed it. For example, such 

assistance is offered by IT support staff in the commons to 

graduate students who need help formatting their thesis, or 

for students who are having problems with, software such as FrontPage 

or Access. Normally the IT support specialist occupies about 

10–15 per cent of his or her time during autumn and winter 

terms with this special service. This service simply grew out 

of the instruction that the specialist was offering. 

Lesson 17: pay attention to the 

service, be ready to change 

Changes in the service model 

So, what has changed in the commons? The basics remain 

the same. IT and the Library work together to support 

learning in an integrated facility. Other partners for 

learning support appear as the opportunity occurs. Staffing 

complements for reference support and technical support 

have been reduced and yet we were still able to extend the 

hours of reference service. A special media area has been 

added to the commons. Specialised software such as Adobe 

Photoshop is available to the users. The specialised software 

is provided in response to student demand. Laptop docking 

stations and wireless access enhance the hardware mix in the 

commons. Staff are comfortable in their collaboration and 

seek and offer assistance from each other. Collaborative 

problem solving occurs on a daily basis. 

Collaborative relationships 

Library and IT services extend beyond the boundaries and 

services offered in the Information Commons. For example, 
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the Library and IT work with the Teaching and Learning 

Centre (TLC), together and separately to support other 

learning opportunities for the faculty. The Teaching and 

Learning Centre has a mandate to support faculty learning 

and improved instruction. One of our initial and most 

successful collaborations has been an annual series of 

workshops and instructional sessions for faculty focusing on 

the mix of technology, learning and information. These 

workshops are called Faculty Technology Days (FTD) and 

have been held annually in May, hosted by the Library, since 

the commons opened. Specialists from the Library, IT and 

TLC combine their expertise to offer learning opportunities 

related to technology and instructional improvements to 

faculty and graduate students. The latest and most 

successful FTD offered sessions on such tools as concept 

mapping, blogging, formatting your thesis, engaging 

students in large classes, bibliographic software, various 

library databases and more. For more information, see 

http://www.ucalgary.ca/ftd/. 

The early efforts in integrated instruction have led to 

many more collaborative endeavours, in addition to 

highlighting the various ways that each unit supports 

learning in the academy. For example, a group of librarians 

applied for and received a TLC grant to create a new 

learning tutorial to support information literacy instruction. 

This was an innovative project wherein the librarians 

worked with instructional designers and technical experts 

from TLC to create the tutorial. For more information on 

the project, see http://library.ucalgary.ca/wispr/. 

Since the commons opened, librarians have become more 

active in instruction. They have also become more engaged 

in the opportunities that technology offers to improve their 

instruction. A recent example was a pilot course using 

podcasting where the librarian was asked to provide 
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podcasts on library instruction. The librarian worked with 

the IT support experts, an instructional designer from TLC 

and the faculty member to create a new learning experience 

for students. Not all collaborative learning activities are 

directly related to the commons, but as a result of the 

relationships built through the commons, there are more 

opportunities to create new learning scenarios. 

This past year a number of the librarians signed up to 

complete the Faculty Teaching Certificate program offered 

by the TLC (http://tlc.ucalgary.ca/teaching/programs/ftc). 

Not only did the librarians benefit by acquiring more 

knowledge and instructional skills, the TLC instructor was 

also able to learn more about what librarians have to offer 

for learning support in the classroom. In turn, other 

instructors have been informed of the librarians skill set and 

have been encouraged by the TLC to include information 

literacy instruction in their course. The more relationship 

building that occurs the more opportunities that are created 

for further learning. 

Evaluation 

As part of a continuous evaluation process, the Information 

Commons has always had an online feedback form 

http://library1.ucalgary.ca/ic_feedback.php
(see Appendix C). The form is based on the Service Quality 

model and has provided instant and ongoing feedback over 

the years on the perceptions of service in the commons. This 

tool has told us that the vast majority of our users are 

undergraduates, that they greatly appreciate our service and 

that they hate standing in line and not getting a 

collaborative workroom when they need it. From the 

comments, we have been able to glean the information 

needed to address service issues immediately if needed. 
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For example, if a student sends in a complaint about noise 

in the commons, or another disruptive event, and it is during 

a normal weekday, it is not unusual for the Head to go out 

on to the floor to check on the problem. This feedback tool 

has been very effective until the link was moved to a 

different location on the library web pages as a result of a 

library web page redesign. Use of the feedback form has 

dropped off, and we are currently considering other avenues 

for gathering feedback. 

The Library has also participated in the LibQUAL+ 

(http://www.libqual.org/) survey in 2002 and 2004 and 

plans to participate again in 2007. While LibQUAL+ does 

not allow for a direct focus on the Information Commons, 

comments received from the participants have aligned with 

the results from the feedback form. 

Future of the commons: the Taylor 

Family Digital Library 

In 2006, the sod was turned on the site of a new concept in 

collaboration at the University of Calgary. This new facility 

is more than just an extension of the library. It will serve as 

a new space for learning on campus. The new Taylor Family 

Digital Library will bring under one roof Libraries and 

Cultural Resources, some of the services from Information Technologies, Teaching 

and Learning Centre, and Student and Enrolment Services 

(http://www.ucalgary.ca/tfdl/). This is a facility that will be 

designed for learning. The mission of the new collaboration 

is to support the quest for knowledge, understanding, 

creativity and innovation. Within Libraries and Cultural 

Resources, this means that The Nickle Arts Museum, Archives 

and Special Collections, the Visual Resources Centre will 
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combine with the University Library to offer a mix of 

digital, print and three-dimensional resources to support the 

twenty-first century learner. With the opportunity for 

further collaborations still being explored, I took the 

opportunity to speak with the recently appointed Vice 

Provost for Libraries and Cultural Resources and University 

Librarian, Tom Hickerson, on his thoughts on what the 

future might hold. The following is a summary of our 

discussion. 

The focus of the collaborators in the new building is on 

students becoming empowered, autonomous agents 

through learning support in the virtual environment, 

through face-to-face instruction, and with point 

of thought assistance. It is clear that we have to 

extrapolate from the success of the commons as a 

satisfying and engaging learning environment for today’s 

learners and apply our knowledge and understanding to 

designing the service and environment of the new 

building. Libraries are no longer the empty libraries of old. 

We provide what learners need. We provide a secure, 

welcoming environment where social learning spaces 

and opportunities abound. We provide reliable access to 

information. The future learners will continue to need a 

social space as well as a learning space. The future 

learners will be autonomous and will expect to get what 

they want when and however they need it. The value of 

bringing all resources together in one location cannot be 

underestimated. Our future learners will be using 

primary resources, digital resources and will be working 

in a digital environment that none of us can specifically 

imagine. With the faculty more intrinsically involved in 

direct learning through the spaces and services of the 

new building, students, instructors, librarians, experts in 
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technical support and instructional support will have an 

even greater opportunity to create new knowledge. The 

biggest question and perhaps the most thought 

provoking is to ask ourselves what are we prepared to 

do, and to think more collaboratively than ever, before 

we answer the question. It is clear that we can be real 

instigators in learning support for the future. 

Conclusion 

The University of Calgary Information Commons has 

become a benchmark facility for collaboration in learning 

support. Successfully designed for learning it has proven that 

the concept of the commons is valid for the twenty-first 

century. Learners will come to the library when and if the 

service, space and tools that they need are provided. Not 

only will they come, they will consider the space their own 

and change it to their own purposes. The key is to be 

prepared to change, seek like-minded partners, and embrace 

the transformation. 
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Appendix A 

Below is a copy of the Information Commons Planning 

Document. Please note that minor changes to style and some 

headings have been made to avoid confusion and better 

integrate it with the present work. 

Information Commons 

Planning Document 

Information Commons Planning Committee 

Chair: Lorin Ritchie 

Helen Clarke 

Harold Esche 

Mick Morrall 

Sharon Neary 

Ross Thrasher 

Darlene Warren 

Peggy White 

Morven Wilson 

Vision 

The Information Commons presents a redesigned and 

refocused infrastructure for information services that 

99 

Learning Commons 

supports the delivery of customised, comprehensive, and 

convenient services reflecting the transformation of 

information resources now and in the coming millennium. 

The Information Commons includes a redesigned space 

accommodating individual and group activity, integrates 

new technologies with services, and establishes dynamic and 

innovative partnerships with other information service 

providers on campus. 

The Information Commons is an integrated learning 

environment for all members of the University Community. 

It provides the space, technology, and expertise needed to 

support the scholarly use of information resources and acts 

as the focal point for information services. 

Mission 

To be the core facility for the provision of information 

resources and information technology for scholars at The 

University of Calgary. 

The Information Commons provides a focus for the 

provision of services and technology to support the effective 

identification, acquisition and use of information resources 

by members of the University Community. The facility 

provides all members of the University Community with 

timely access to the technology and expertise needed for the 

successful exploitation of information resources. The 

commons staff have expertise in research consultation, 

information navigation, and technological support, and 

work in an integrated and open environment. The physical 

environment of the Information Commons accommodates 

many types of scholarly activity. The commons serves as a 

central place for members of the University Community to 

meet and explore information and exchange ideas. The 

commons includes group work areas, private study spaces, 
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open consultation and service points, and adaptive 

workstations. Spaces are equipped to support the use of 

information technology. The space is also planned to 

support a high level of use. 

The development of information literacy skills in the 

University Community, especially undergraduate students, is 

a key mission of the Information Commons. Competency in 

the identification and evaluation of information, the 

extraction and manipulation of data, analysis, and 

presentation, are core research skills. The facility has been 

designed to give instructors and students the opportunity to 

effectively integrate information resources into individual 

and group learning activities. The staff in the Information 

Commons integrate opportunities for training into all 

aspects of service. The Information Commons will seek 

collaboration with faculty, the Learning Commons, and 

other University units to develop effective learning and 

teaching opportunities for students. 

The Information Commons is part of Information Services 

ongoing commitment to innovation and improvement that 

provides the University Community – students, faculty, and 

staff – with the highest level of access and support in 

achieving the integration of information resources and 

technology into research, teaching and learning. 

Physical setting 

The Information Commons will be designed to accommodate 

access to information resources, information technology and 

supporting services, in a single integrated facility. The layout 

and design will clearly direct scholars from a central entrance 

to all elements and services. Spaces will be designed to be 

flexible, supporting a variety of activities, and capable of 

being modified with minimal effort as needs and priorities 
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change. The facility will be designed and wired to provide 

access to workstations throughout the facility and to 

accommodate substantial increases in the amount and 

capacity of computers, printers, and other equipment over 

that present at opening. Finally, the Information Commons 

will be designed to be a pleasant, safe, and comfortable 

environment, which conveys a sense of activity and purpose. 

Desired outcomes 

The service outcomes and consequent service goals and 

implementation elements described give specific, concrete 

descriptions of the Information Commons’ facilities and 

operation, and will provide the basis for design and planning. 

Desired outcome: skills 

User goal 

Acquire the skills I need to identify, locate, retrieve, and 

manipulate information. 

Service goal 

Provide a suite of instructional services and facilities for 

individuals and groups. 

Implementation elements 

. 

Provide spaces for instruction: 

– 

An Instruction Lab. A large space that can be sectioned off 

when necessary and that is adequately equipped and 

configured so that products can be easily loaded and has 

workstations that can be tailored to individual instruction 
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session requirements. The areas must be flexible and 

securable, capable of seating 50 users comfortably for 

hands-on instruction sessions, and readily available for 

general use as and when appropriate. 

– 

Consultation Spaces that can be used for point-of-need 

individualised instruction. 

. 

Provide instruction in the identification, retrieval and 

manipulation of information. 

. 

Ensure that skilled staff, in sufficient number, are 

available to deliver instruction and maintain the facility. 

. 

Provide a comprehensive array of guides and self-paced 

tutorials, both print and on-line. 

. 

Build on user skills by providing instruction as well as 

assistance during user transactions. 

Desired outcome: information 

User goal 

Acquire the information I need. 

Service goal 

Provide the information resources, technologies, and expert 

staff to support the University’s learning and teaching 

activities. 

Implementation elements 

. 

Provide information resources to support curriculum and 

research in a multitude of formats. 

. 

Ensure timely access to needed information resources. 
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. 

Provide facilities for and assistance with: 

– 

remote access to information resources including 

technical trouble-shooting and explanation of any 

access restrictions; 

– 

viewing and retrieval of numerical information 

including the use of necessary specialised software (e.g. 

Excel, SPSS); 

– 

searching and use of all databases to which the Library 

has established access, including bibliographic and 

full-text databases; 

– 

searching for and use of information available through 

the Internet/World Wide Web; 

– 

timely document delivery. 

. 

Provide collections that serve the needs of on-site and 

remote users for immediate access. 

. 

Provide printing, downloading, capture, and scanning 

capabilities to allow users to take information away in 

useful and convenient formats. 

. 

Provide mediation and referral that gives follow-through 

to point of user satisfaction via a precise and direct system 

of referral and verification by staff of the usefulness of 

referrals before providing them to the user. 

. 

Provide information concerning any programs, activities, 

and operations of the University either directly or through 

referral. 

Desired outcome: support 

User goal 

Acquire the help I need. 
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Service goal 

Deliver quality information resource and information 

technology services that enable interaction with and use of 

information. 

Implementation elements 

. 

Provide assistance in identifying and requesting resources 

available through document delivery. 

. 

Provide assistance in the search and retrieval of information 

from a variety of resources, both print and electronic. 

. 

Provide information resource and information technology 

consulting service points for both face-to-face and remote 

service. 

. 

Collaborate with other University information technology 

service points and facilities to identify resources and 

expertise that will compliment the activities of the 

Information Hub. 

. 

Provide advice in configuring the scholar’s personal 

workstation. 

. 

Provide assistance with capture, transfer, scanning, 

manipulation, and output of information. 

. 

Ensure availability of trained staff. 

. 

Ensure quality service on the part of all staff (pride in 

outcome, knowledge of what’s out there, curiosity, 

collegial problem-solving, interest in learning). 

. 

Provide self-paced learning modules. 

. 

Provide ongoing active learning programs for staff. This 

requires continuous professionally delivered training as 

part of the job. 
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. 

Provide an expertise base that is broadened and 

interconnected rather than fragmented or individualised. 

Desired outcome: access to facilities 

User goal 

I can use various spaces and workstations to complete my 

scholarly work. 

Service goal 

Provide a variety of easily identified and conveniently 

located spaces and workstations that support different 

scholarly needs. 

Implementation elements 

. 

Provide securable flexible workstation areas. 

. 

Provide workstations that allow users to capture, transfer, 

scan, manipulate, print and download data and 

information: 

– 

For example, workstations should be equipped with 

standard browsers, plug-ins, sound and video cards. 

. 

Provide group study spaces that are fully wired and 

equipped. 

. 

Provide spaces for laptop users. 

. 

Provide multimedia preview space. 

. 

Provide presentation practice space that is fully wired and 

equipped, including video playback facilities (this might be 

done through partnership with the Learning Commons). 
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. 

Provide printing, downloading, and file transfer 

capabilities. 

. 

Provide adaptive technologies adequate to the needs of 

scholars with disabilities. 

Planning document appendix: background 

The Library of the Future Task Force report, Accelerating 

the Transformation of Information Resources (http:// www. 

ucalgary.ca/library/lftf/index.html), delineated a clear 

understanding of the future of information resources in the 

research and teaching environment of the University of 

Calgary. 

In this future, the traditional role of information services – 

focused on the identification, distribution and use of local 

print information resources – will undergo a radical change. 

Drivers of this change are: 

. 

increased access to electronic information resources; 

. 

growing number and complexity of searching and 

retrieval tools; 

. 

growing importance of non-print media and non-text 

information in the research process at the undergraduate 

level; 

. 

increased dependence on a technologically sophisticated 

environment; 

. 

increased need for information literacy. 

Changes in the nature and use of information resources will 

fundamentally affect the means by which research will take 

place, be recorded, and be retrieved. Information Services 

must be capable of assisting all categories of users in access 

to and use of (streamed and non-streamed) audio and video, 
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numeric and spatial data, imagery in both digital and print 

forms, and multi-media and virtual learning experiences. 

Information Services needs to incorporate these changes fully 

if it is to properly serve all scholars including undergraduates. 

Consequently, Information Services plans to use a major 

portion of the money granted through the Knowledge 

Networks Grants to create transformational information 

facilities in the University of Calgary. Creation of these 

facilities will involve: 

. 

redesign of primary physical spaces, including access to 

an large number of properly equipped workstations and 

consultation spaces; 

. 

expansion of services to fully include new media, non-text 

and networked information; 

. 

in-depth consultation concerning the use and integration 

of new and traditional formats into the research process; 

. 

instructional spaces for teaching information literacy 

skills; 

. 

technology to support the delivery of content and services 

to users at remote locations; 

. 

a program of continuous staff training to develop the 

skills needed to work in the changing information 

environment assisting scholars in the retrieval and use of 

information regardless of location or format. In this new 

environment, no individual public services staff member 

will find his or her current level of expertise sufficient. 

As an integral part of this redesign, Information Resources 

will also seek partners from within the University, especially 

Information Technology, whose co-location in the 

‘Information Commons’ would provide scholars with 

centralised access to the services and expertise needed to use 

information resources and information technology. 
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Information Services articulates, through the Information 

Commons, a clear understanding of the profound changes 

taking place in information for research and scholarship, 

and its commitment to creating a place where all members 

of the University Community will have access to the 

technology and expertise needed to learn about and take 

advantage of these changes. 
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Below is a copy of the Information Commons Student 

Navigator Position. Please note that minor changes to style 

and some headings have been made to avoid confusion and 

better integrate it with the present work. 

Information Commons Student 

Navigator Position 

The Information Commons is an integrated service facility. 

Staff at the Information Commons work collaboratively 

with Information Resources and Information Technologies. 

This position is available to current students only. The 

successful candidates would be hired for the autumn and 

winter semesters. 

Computer competencies required 

Strong working knowledge of the following software: 

. 

All Windows platforms 

. 

All Internet Browsers 

. 

Microsoft Office Suite (Word, Excel, PowerPoint, Access, 

Publisher, FrontPage) 

. 

In depth knowledge of the Internet 

. 

Telnet, WS-FTP, SSH 
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. 

Adobe Acrobat 

. 

Data recovery software (Norton Utilities, Lost and 

Found, FinalData) 

Strong working knowledge of the following hardware: 

. 

PCs 

. 

Printers 

. 

Scanners 

. 

CD/DVD readers and writers 

. 

Laptops (PC and MAC) (Ethernet and Wireless) 

. 

Network and server knowledge 

Knowledge of the following software applications and 

hardware would be and asset: 

. 

Blackboard 

. 

Webdisk 

. 

SIS (InfoNet) 

. 

myUofC (UofC Portal) 

. 

Unix (AIX), DOS 

. 

Adobe Photoshop 

. 

McAfee VirusScan 

. 

Media Players (QT and WMP) 

. 

Digital cameras, USB keys, Mac computers 

Other competencies required 

Customer Service Experience: 

. 

Strong communication and customer service skills. 
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. 

Respectful behaviour and appropriate appearance. 

. 

Must have strong trouble shooting skills. Able to analyse 

problems and provide the user with the solution in a 

timely fashion. 

Self motivated and responsible. Able to be trusted to work 

creatively and effectively without direct supervision at times. 

Teamwork and collaboration are integral to this position. 

Must be comfortable referring questions to others and not 

be afraid to do so. 

Knowledge of the University of Calgary campus and 

environment. 

Able to enforce University and Library policies. 

Able to navigate the library catalogue and the library web 

pages including the article indexes. 

Open to learning new skills and sharing knowledge. 

Technical writing is an asset. 
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This is a copy of the online form – text entry windows and 

radio buttons are represented here as images to give an 

impression of what the user would see when using the real 

form online. 

Information Commons feedback 

University of Calgary 

The following statements relate to your feelings about the 

service provided at the Information Commons. For each 

statement, please show the extent to which you believe 

this facility has the feature or service described by the 

statement. 

. 

Choosing a 1 means that you strongly disagree that the 

Information Commons has that feature or provided that 

service. 

. 

Choosing a 7 means that you strongly agree. 

. 

You may choose any of the numbers in between to show 

how strong your feeling is. 

There are no right or wrong answers. We are only interested 

in the numbers that best show your perceptions regarding 

the quality of the Information Commons service. 
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1. I did not have to wait more than 20 minutes for a 

computer. 

(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 6 

(strongly agree) 

2. I was able to book a collaborative workroom when I 

needed it. 

7 

(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 6 

(strongly agree) 

3. Staff at the Service Desk are helpful and friendly. 

(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 6 

(strongly agree) 

4. Staff at the Service Desk are able to answer my 

questions. 

(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 6 

(strongly agree) 

5. The facility is welcoming, safe and clean. 

(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 6 

(strongly agree) 

6. Signs within the Information Commons are clear. 

(strongly disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 6 

(strongly agree) 

7. How long did you have to wait for a computer? 

10 minutes or less 

7 

7 

7 

7 

7 

10 to 20 minutes 

20 to 30 minutes 

30 to 45 minutes 

more than 45 minutes 

8. Please choose one of the following categories: 

Undergraduate Student 

116 

The Information Commons at the University of Calgary 

Graduate Student 

Faculty 

Staff 

Alumni 

Community Reader 

9. Please comment on your experience in the Information 

Commons. Please enter any questions you have here. For 

an immediate reply please include your email or contact 

information. 

Submit Your Feedback 

| 

Clear All Responses 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. Your 

responses will help us to improve the service and the facility 

to better meet the needs of all of those using the Information 

Commons. 
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